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ABSTRACT 

This fact sheet reviews the role of advisory boards 
and boards of directors in the context of crisis nursery and respite 
care programs for families with special needs members. Typical 
responsibilities of advisory boards are listed, including program 
creation and planning, development of program policy, planning and 
implementing public relations, providing funding leadership, and 
developing subcommittees. Special concerns of crisis nursery and 
respite programs which are integrated into larger organizations are 
noted. Specific legal requirements of boards of directors (e,g,, 
developing policy and providing direction to the executive director) 
are mentioned and typical responsibilities are listed, including 
providing vision and planning, supervising the executive director, 
providing funding leadership, providing financial oversight, engaging 
in self-assessment activities, and planning and implementing public 
relations. Guidelines for recruiting both advisory boards and boards 
of directors are offered. Other aspects addressed include the 
training and retention of board members and energizing existing 
boards, Sevtiral organizational and print resources are suggested, 
(DB) 
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Advisory Boards and Boards of Directors 



Introduction 

Crisis nursery and respite care programs will rely on the 
advice and support of numerous people during the many 
phases of their existence. Two important administrative 
bodies which may provide direction and support to crisis 
nursery and respite care programs are the advisory board 
and the board of directors. The structure of the program or 
parent organization will determine whether the program 
receives advice from one or both entities. The following 
information provides an overview ofboth types ofboards. 

Advisory Boards 

Effective advisory boards are critical to the success of 
crisis nursery and respite care programs. Having an inde- 
pendent body of community leaders, parents, and other 
interested community members can be key to building a 
secure, ongoing program. 

The advisory board plays an important public relations 
role, as well as, providing program staff with a fresh 
perspective on programmatic issues. In addition, working 
with an advisory board may increase the organization's 
potential to broaden its funding through contacts for in- 
kind resources, and for direct financial support 

Each advisory board member brings something unique to 
the program. Some members will take responsibility for 
specific tasks. Other members will not be able to accept 
specific responsibilities, but will attend meetings and 
provide valuable input. Others may not be able to attend 
many meetings, but have good contacts or can cany out a 
specific function independently. Some board members 
may not be able to attend meetings or take any specific 
responsibilities, yet their support, even if in name only, 
may be important because it lends crediMHy to the project. 

Advisory Board Responsibilities 

Advisory boards do not have any legal authority, therefore 
all of their responsibilities are assigned at the discretion of 



the executive director and/or board of directors. Respon- 
sibilities assigned to an advisory board may includeany or 
all of the following. 

■ Program Creation and Planning. It can be beneficial 
to create an advisory board during the early stages of 
developing a program so that board members can 
provide advice concerning the design and plans for the 
program. It is easiest to begin with a small advisory 
board, for example, four to seven community leaders 
and community members (including parents), during 
the planning process. 

« Development of ProgramPoUcy. While advisory boards 
cannot create legally binding policies for the organiza- 
tion, they can help create policies which provide direc- 
tion and support for the program staff. 

• Planning and Implementing Public Relations. An 
advisory board which includes influential community 
leaders and parent advocates can be effective at spread- 
ing the word about program services. 

■ Funding Leadership. Often advisory boards are cre- 
ated specifically to raise program funds. The advisory 
board must be granted this authority by the executive 
director or the board of directors. Individuals commit- 
ted to the organization with the influence to leverage 
resources will be most successful. 

■ Subcommittees. The advisory board may develop sub- 
committees which have assigned tasks in specific areas. 
For example, a public awareness subcommittee com- 
posed of four members may be responsible for making 
recommendations about public awareness strategies 
and resources. Subcommittees may be short-lived ac- 
cording to a specific assignment or ongoing. 

■ OtJter Tasks. Advisory boards can be created to address 
a specific organizational need. These advisory boards 
are usually short-lived and are disbanded as soon as 
their specific goals are met. 



Integrating into a Larger Governing Body 

Many crisis nursery and resp ite care programs exist within 
a larger organization. 

The umbrella organization whichhousesthecrisisnuxsery 
or respite care program will likely have its own board of 
directors. It is crucial to the life of the program that the 
program advisory board and the board of directors of the 
umbrella organization develop an ongoing relationship. 

Programs may have advisory boards which exist sepa- 
rately from the umbrella organization 's board of directors. 
It is advisable to have one member from the board of 
directors be elected to the advisory board, or for an 
advisory board member to be elected to the board of 
directors. In either case, this will provide a direct link 
between the two bodies. 

There needs to be constant communication between an 
individual program, its advisory board, the umbrella 
organization, and its board of directors. The ability to 
influence board policy with regard to a program's goals 
and objectives is directly affected by the program's visibil- 
ity to the umbrella organization's board of directors. 

Boards of Directors 

A board of directors allows an organization the opportu- 
nity to receive the insight and the service of a group of 
individuals who are not directly employed by the pro- 
gram. Board members may be highly qualified and tal- 
ented individuals who are volunteering their time to the 
organization because of a special interest in its services. 
Ideas and programs being examined by the staff can be 
presented to the board for discussion. Board members are 
a source of cost-free creative energy and public relations 
for the organization. 

Legal Requirements for Boards of Directors 

Many people wonder why organizations are structured to 
include boards. The answers are both practical and legal. 
A board provides one part of a system of checks and 
balances. An organization announces its intention to be 
overseen by an independent body when it incorporates. In 
essence, the board "owns" the organization and can be 
held legally accountable for all organizational actions. 

The board is responsible for developing policy and pro- 
viding direction to the executive director. As the govern- 
ing body, the board ensures that the organization is acting 
within the parameters set by the articles of incorporation 
and the bylaws. The policies developed by the board are 
as legally binding as the articles and bylaws. Board 
members often carry extra insurance purchased through 
the organization to protect them from unforeseen legal 
problems. 



Boards of Directors Responsibilities 

Nonprofit boards of directors have a number of responsi- 
bilities to the organizations they serve. These responsibili- 
ties may include the following. 

■ Vision and Planning. The board works with the execu- 
tive director, and possibly other staf£ to create a vision 
and mission for the organization, as wellas setting a plan 
for its future. Plans are reviewed regularly and altered 
when needed. 

■ DevdopmentofPoUcy.Amdiorta&ko{^c\x)ard\sihc 
development of organizational policy. With policy in 
place, the staff is free to pursue die goals of the organi- 
zation and to provide service to its consumers. 

■ Supervision of the Executive Director. Most boards 
search for, hire, and evaluate the executive of the 
organization. Beyond those tasks, it is the job of the 
board to support the executive director in her/his work 
for the organization. 

■ Funding Leadership. Organizations may assume it is 
the job of the executive director to raise funds. It is 
actually the jointtask of the board and the executive to 
raise the funds necessary to support the organization. 

■ Financial Oversight Responsibility for budget over- 
sight balances the responsibility of raising funds. Boards 
offeran impartial body thatcan review theotganization's 
expenditures and income from month to month, as well 

• as presiding over annual audits. 

■ Self-Assessmers. Boards need to conduct self-critiques 
to determine their effectiveness. A yearly review of 
activities and functions is useful. 

■ Planning and Implementing Public Relations. As 
community members, the board is the ideal body to 
create and carry out a strategy for ensuring that the 
organization is visible to and is viewed favorably by the 
community it serves. 

Fulfilling all of these responsibilities is a time-consuming 
process. Board members must not only have a commit- 
ment to the organizational values and goals, but must also 
have the time and energy necessary to effectively lead the 
organization. An active, well focused board can help 
ensure the success and long-term stability of any nonprofit 
organization. 

Recruitment of Board Members 

The membership for advisory boards and boards of direc- 
tors should reflect the diversity of the community, includ- 
ing representatives from various cultures, socioeconomic 
groups, and settings (rural, urban, etc.) as appropriate. 
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Building successful boards requires effective recruitment 

■ RecmhmentshculdfollowaweIl-<levelopedplan.Tlie 
executive director and the board must begin by reading 
the bylaws. The bylaws define who will select new 
board members and the process to be followed. Most 
organizations designate a nominating committee to 
recruit and select new members. However, all board and 
staff members should be looking for candidates year 
round. 

■ In initiating a recruitment campaign, the nominating 
committee, with assistance from the board chair and 
executivedirector,must identify theskillsneededon the 
board Desirable skills may be specific to the service 
provided by the organization (e.g., child development) 
or they may be general to nonprofit boards (e.g., ac- 
counting). 

■ Once the nominating committee compiles a list of the 
desired skills and characteristics, it can compare the 
nomination list with the skills and characteristics of the 
current board members. This process will pinpoint the 
gaps existing on the current board and help target the 
search for candidates. 

■ Having a job description for board members will make 
recruitment easier. This will insure that both staff and 
board members have a common understanding of the 
board's role in the organization. 

■ Potential board members may be found in the immedi- 
ate circle of organizational consumers as well as civic, 
business and human services organizations. Others may 
be identified through professional groups that lack 
representation on the current board (i.e., an accountant 
or early intervention specialist). While it can be helpful 
to have influential community members on the board, 
these individuals must care about the services offered 
by the organization. 

■ It is best to contact potential board members personally. 
The board chair, a member of the nominating commit- 
tee, or the executive director, can invite the candidate to 
ameetingto discuss potential membership. A follow-up 
packet of materials is sent afLr the call to provide the 
candidate with additional information aboutthe organi- 
zation. Sending these materials will also send a message 
about the organization's professionalism. 

■ When meeting with individual candidates, the organi- 
zational representatives will discuss the specific contri- 
butions that each can make to the organization. Having 
a job description available during this meeting will help 
clarify the specific role the individual is being asked to 
fill. It is important to be specific about the reasons for 
approaching potential board members. This will allow 
individuals to understand what is being asked of them 



and whether they have the time and energy to fulfill mat 
request 

While advisory boards and boards of directors have some 
differentfuntriorisandlevelsofiespora 
in which the administrative staff work with them can be 
similar. Training individuals to beeffective members of an 
advisory board or board of directors, maintaining their 
participation over time, and educating the veteran mem- 
bers, are crucial to a successful board and administrative 
staff relationship. 

Training and Retention 

Once individuals have agreed to serve on the board of 
directors or advisory board, it is important to orient mem 
to the organization. Board members need to understand 
the organization to serve it effectively. Providing them 
with background information, a tour of the facilities, a 
meeting with key staff members, and, perhaps, assigning 
each a mentor from the current board, will help them to 
become involved more easily. Giving new members 
concrete tasks will allow mem to develop a sense of 
belonging. It will also provide the board with an opportu- 
nity to give new members formal recognition for their 
specific contributions early in their term of service. 

Every boarfmemberwillneedongoingtrainingto remain 
on the forefront of organizational issues. This can be 
accomplished at regularmeetings or at designated training 
meetings. In addition, annual board retreats are a good 
method for integrating new members, building cohesion 
among members, and taking time to reflect on the past 
year's performance. Ongoing training will help board 
members feel educated and involved. 

While training board members and using their skills 
effectively will help keep members interested in serving, 
board members also need public recognition for the 
important volunteer work they are doing for the organiza- 
tion. Holding an annual recognition dinner is an easy and 
fun way to recognize board members, as well as other 
volunteers. Taking the time to say thank you can go a long 
way in maintaining a positive relationship with the board, 
and in so doing, with the entire community. 

Energizing Existing Boards 

At times, the relationship between a board and staff may 
become stagnant. This is a natural occurrence and should 
not cause alarm. Hie executive director has several op- 
tions for handling the challenge of re-energizing an exist- 
ing board. 

The direct one-to-one approach is often effective. The 
executive director can schedule private meetings with 
individual board members to determine the nature of their 
interest and comm itment This will enable the executive to 



match the talents and interests of board members with 
appropriate committees and/or tasks. This also conveys 
the conviction that each board member can perform 
functions important to the organization's future. 

Another way to energize an existing board is through 
training. Training allows a board to see itself in a new lighL 
The training may be general instruction concerning the 
function of board members, or it may be specific to a task 
in which the board will engage. 

It is also possible for boards to be energized by the addition 
of new members. An executive director may recommend 
new members to the board chairperson or nominating 
committee, depending upon the established process. New 
members provide new vision and commitment to the 
organization. 

Conclusion 

Wotkingwithaboardofdirectorsoran advisory board can 
be an exciting and supporting experience to the executive 
of an organization. When the legal requirements and the 
political influences are understood and worked with, the 
result can be the addition of a body of individuals who 
support evexy project of the agency and help it attain 
success. 

Resources 

National Center for Nonprofit Boards, 2000 L Street, 
N.W„ Suite41 1, Washington, DC 20036, (202) 452-6262. 

Society for Nonprofit Organizations, 63 14 Odara Road, 
Suite 1, Madison, WI 53719, (608) 274-9777. 
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